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The proliferation of social media such as blogging and online news portals has ramifications for national 
security, spanning future operating challenges of a traditional, irregular and disruptive nature. There is no 
doubt that the Internet is a conduit for alternative information and democratic values because it helps 
people to evade the intrusive force of censorship. It increases transparency by facilitating the flow of 
information about government. In the case of Malaysia during the 12
th
 general election in 2008, social 
media was definitely an important instrument in promoting democracy. It opens up the space for the 
Malaysian citizens to deliberate political issues and gave the opportunities for the opposition to utilize in 
influencing the election result. The government was under estimated the influence of social media to the 
Malaysian voters. With the policy of free cyberspace, the social media has huge potential to strengthen the 
democratization process and democracy in Malaysia. 
 






The term social media or ‘Web 2.0’ refers to a new ‘wave’ of Internet based applications. 
These internet applications enable greater interaction between user and application 
through user generated content (Komito and Bates, 2009). This content is varied, and 
includes photographs, video, text comments, forming a media rich mosaic. Sites such as 
Bebo, MySpace, and Facebook have developed, where individuals cannot only post a 
variety of different types of information on their own web sites, but can also link their 
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web sites to those of their friends, thus the description of them as ‘social networking’ 
applications. Basically, social media can take many forms such as Internet forums, news 
portals, weblogs, social blogs, wikis, podcasts, pictures, video et cetera. Social media 
technologies include blogs, picture sharing, vlogs, wall postings, email, instant messaging 
among many others. All these categories have functions that allow them to be 
democratically interactive in ways unlike radio, television, or the highly edited letters 
pages of newspapers and magazines. In a way social media supports the democratization 
of knowledge and information, transforming people from content consumers into content 
producers. Social media are distinct from traditional media, such as newspapers, 
television, and film. While social media are relatively inexpensive and accessible tools 
that enable anyone (even ordinary individuals) to publish or access information, 
traditional media generally require certain skills and resources to publish information. 
One feature shared by both social media and traditional media is the capability to reach 
small or large audiences. Social media is obviously got a huge potential for 
democratization. No wonder, Jurgen Habermas (2006) argued that the Internet can have a 
subversive effect on intellectual life in authoritarian regimes, and threaten to bring down 
the regime itself. 
 
To prove it in Malaysia, the country’s voters had delivered an unprecedented 
blow to the ruling BN in the 12
th
 general election on 8 March 2008. The severe losses of 
the incumbent coalition – five (out of thirteen) state governments (states of Kelantan, 
Kedah, Perak, Penang and Selangor), eighty-two seats in the 222-seat national 
Parliament, with 50.6 percent popular votes compared to 49.4 percent received by the 
opposition, and a major swing against the non-Malay component parties within the multi-
ethnic coalition – mean that the election marks a new political chapter in Malaysian 
history. The loose alliance of Pan-Islamic party (PAS), Democratic Action Party (DAP) 
and People Justice Party (PKR) then formed a coalition called the Pakatan Rakyat (PR, 
People’s Alliance), used to be known as Barisan Alternative (BA), soon after the election 
in order to coordinate policy through the decision-making from the top leadership 
especially for all states won by the PR. 
 
On the other hand, former Finance Minister, Daim Zainuddin, in an interview 
with a magazine Dewan Masyarakat revealed that there are two reasons why the BN lost 
in the election. First, United Malays National Organization (UMNO) leaders, instead of 
concentrating in winning the election, were over confidence due to a big win in the 2004 
election and concentrated their efforts for the UMNO party election scheduled in 
December 2008. Second, the 12
th
 general election was held at the wrong time. This is 
because the government still did not resolve many sensitive issues such as the Hindraf 
riot case on demolition of Hindu temples and marginalization of Indian minority, Bersih 
demands and rallies on free and fair election, V.K. Lingam tape on judicial selection 
scandal, and increase of essential goods prices. According to Zainuddin, it would be 
better if the government resolves these cases before dissolving the Parliament and facing 
the election (Dewan Masyarakat, 2008: 22).  
 
The ruling government also admitted that, besides the issues of economy, higher 
prices, co-operation among opposition parties, ethnic frustrations and dissatisfaction with 
the administration, one of the important factors that determine the 2008 general election 
result was the new social media of the Internet (Koh, 2008: 25). On 25 March 2008, the 
Prime Minister Abdullah Ahmad Badawi acknowledged, at the opening of Invest 
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Malaysia 2008, that the BN government lost the online war in the general election. He 
said that: 
 
We didn’t think it was important. It was a serious misjudgment. We 
thought that the newspapers, the print media, the television were important 
but young people were looking at text messages and blogs. (The influence 
of alternative media) was painful. But it came at the right time, not too 
late. (New Straits Times, 2008: 2) 
 
It is clearly that the social media was strong enough to influence the 2008 general 
election result. 
 
SOCIAL MEDIA AND DEMOCRACY: A THEORETICAL DEBATE 
 
Opportunities for a deeper and more interactive approach to media arise from the quickly 
evolving world of online, independent news media, a world that in some important, if 
limited, respects brings us closer to Jurgen Habermas’s ideal of the public sphere. 
Habermas (1989) has described the democratic ideal of a public sphere,  as a space that 
permits citizens to interact, study, and debate on the public issues of the day without fear 
of immediate reprisal from the political and economic powers (Beers, 2006: 116). 
Similarly, former United States (US) vice president Al Gore stated that democracy works 
best when its media provide an unfettered ‘marketplace of ideas’ based on reason (Beers, 
2006: 116). The purely technological potential of the Internet and other forms of social 
media to extend the public sphere or marketplace of ideas is undeniable. Internet usage is 
likely to accelerate as wireless computers become more cheap and portable. Already, 
Google is pushing free wireless access for entire US cities, and Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology researchers predict crank-powered laptop computers will soon cost so little 
they could be handed out for free in developing countries. Internet news media are able to 
be interactive, ‘viral’ in distribution, immediately global in reach, and relatively 
inexpensive to produce. These traits make the Web seem a natural host for the public 
sphere that Habermas defines. Many critics of corporate media therefore celebrate the 
Internet/social media as a naturally fertile ground for independent media - as the basis, in 
fact, of a new media sphere that can compete with corporate media and undermine its 
influence and authority. Such optimism must be tempered by realizations of how 
corporations are already exploiting the Internet to their own ends, as well as the 
challenges independent sites face in gathering resources, establishing credibility, and 
finding audiences.  
 
David Beers (2006) defines independent news media as news media not subject to 
the most common pressures associated with the dominant, corporate form of ownership. 
Those rising pressures, as reflected in content, include conforming with the perceived 
status quo, so as not to upset corporate advertisers and the mass audience delivered to 
those advertisers; and devoting resources to creating ‘advertising environments’ 
(focusing on themes to attract advertisers who provide the bulk of revenues for large 
newspapers and virtually all revenues for television and radio). These pressures skew 
corporate media’s content towards the interests of its corporate proprietors, tending to 
position citizens as consumers and to portray neo-conservative policies as inevitable 
developments. Does this mean independent news media are without bias? Certainly no. 
One of the luxuries of independence, however, can be the power to be selective in the 
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issues and points of view one transmits. In describing ‘alternative media,’ David Skinner 
notes, ‘They are guided by a purpose or mandate other than the profit motive and they are 
often organized to facilitate a broader range of input into production than their corporate 
cousins’ and ‘provide ways of seeing and understanding events that are marginalized or 
not available there’ (Beers, 2006: 115). In this regard non-corporate news sources with 
fewer resources and smaller target audiences than for instance the Cable News Network 
(CNN), British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), and Al Jazeera may exist to critique 
and correct more mainstream news media. Still other independent news sources may exist 
to speak to subcultures whose members share certain assumptions or values, and so their 
news and opinion pieces begin with a biased set of concerns tailored to that audience. 
And some online news sources are forums where anyone can post stories or pictures or 
discuss what others have posted; thus bias is not located in any conscious editorial 
decision making authority. What makes any news media independent is that it is owned, 
operated, and structured to allow reporting and commentary that compensates for and 
counters the corporate media consensus (Beers, 2006: 115). 
An emerging global phenomenon of social media is blogging. Blogs, in their 
original form, tended to be associated with individuals who use these sites to offer 
personal reflections on events or issues (Gunter, 2009). Initially, blogging was the 
preserve of a few early adopters on the Internet. Provided one had the technical literacy, 
one could create his/her own blog. With the emergence of off-the-shelf blogging 
software, all this changed. Blogs are now a phenomenon that embraces private authors 
who go online to write personal diaries through to representatives from different types of 
commercial, political and voluntary organizations who utilize them for a range of 
information exchange, debating, promotional and support purposes. The use of blogs has 
been driven forward among Internet users by major events, either involving major 
catastrophes (such as those that occurred in the US on 11 September 2001), conflicts 
(e.g., war on Iraq), or political campaigns (e.g., recent US presidential elections) (Gunter, 
2009). Since 2003, blogs have gained increasing notice and coverage for their role in 
breaking, shaping, and spinning news stories. Bloggers provide nearly-instant 
commentary on televised events, creating a secondary meaning of the word ‘blogging’ — 
to simultaneously transcribe and editorialize speeches and events shown on television. 
The role of blogs has become increasingly mainstream, as political consultants, news 
services and candidates began using them as tools for outreach and opinion forming. 
As a public sphere phenomenon, blogging, alongside other online activities, has 
created a fresh channel of communication through which people can obtain news and 
political information (Gunter, 2009). Such developments have been trumpeted as having 
a potentially healthy impact on public engagement in democratic processes. One of the 
key attributes at play in this context is the dynamic and interactive nature that ought to 
characterize blogs. As compared to ordinary web sites, there is an expectation that blogs 
will be fluid and ever-changing as their authors update them continually. At the same 
time, this process also invites visitors to these sites to contribute to this updating process 
by engaging actively in online debates or simply to provide points of information. One 
way to define democracy is as a political system which arises when power flows down 
the pyramid from elites to citizens.  How can personal blogging facilitate democracy? A 
citizen must first have accurate information about the political situation in their polity and 
in order to determine the political outcome which would best preserve their own self-
interest. The need for information is behind the need for freedom of information, as well 
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as the importance of alternative sources of information. The Internet not only allows 
citizens to access information, it also allows citizens to deliberate over this information 
and develop political option that coincide with their interests. A viable assumption which 
might arise is that the Internet, a low-cost communication network, has greatly facilitated 
communication and group deliberation in may ways, including e-mail, forums, and blogs, 
which has increased the ability of citizens to advocate in their own self-interest. Within 
deliberation exists the idea of coordination and group-forming, whereby citizens form 
organization that represent their interests in a public forum. Often these organizations 
become non-governmental organizations (NGOs), although more informal networks also 
hold sway. To this extent the Internet facilitates the creation and continuation of citizen 
organizations by allowing frequent and reinforcing communication, as well as promotion 
of these groups through low-cost high-visibility web sites. The deliberation function of 
the internet is encapsulated in the importance of multiple channels for self-expression and 
freedom of opinion and belief in a democracy.  
It is therefore unsurprising that a burgeoning new breed of ‘citizen journalists’ 
populating blogs and open publishing sites are shifting assumptions about authority and 
influence in news media culture. Other thinkers see in this the flowering of a new form of 
democracy, an ‘emergent democracy’ that changes the flow of power in the media 
landscape, and therefore in society (Beers, 2006: 119). The driving dynamic, they argue, 
is the shift away from expert journalists speaking as ‘one to many.’ Instead, citizen 
journalists share information ‘many to many’ within the horizontal, interlinked world of 
the Internet. Ito and others claim the power of emergent democracy was evidenced by the 
toppling of U.S. Senate Majority Leader Speaker Trent Lott when his racist comments 
and anti-civil rights record, largely ignored by corporate media, received harsh scrutiny in 
the blogosphere (Beers, 2006: 19). Others have expressed skepticism that democratic 
deliberation is best served by a beehive of bloggers. They are concerned that Habermas’s 
ideal of public sphere as broad public commons will be lost to a fragmented ‘public of 
publics’ on the Internet. It is readily accepted to say that the Internet rids communication 
of intermediaries, of those professional communicators whose mass-mediated 
communication is the focus of much public debate, and discussion and political 
information. Dewey lauded such a division of labor to the extent to which it can improve 
deliberation, not merely in creating a public sphere but also in the subtle, delicate, vivid 
and responsive art of communication (Beers, 2006). This task is, at least in part, best 
fulfilled by professional communicators who disseminate the best available information 
and technologies to large audiences of citizens. Still others have raised concerns about the 
credibility of news gathered by citizen journalists. Many of these registered citizen 
journalists who contribute to websites produce wild, inconsistent and unpredictable blend 
of articles including some hoaxes. Clearly the insularity and unreliability of these new 
news media forms raise serious concerns,  
 
Stephen Coleman (2005) cited in Wright (2009) sees in blogs at least the potential 
for them to become a public sphere. Blogs can potentially reach masses, but more often 
than not, this does not happen. One explanation for this split identity returns the 
discussion to the central theme of the public versus private aspects of blogging. Most 
blogs are written as personal diaries or disclosures designed for others in the individual’s 
close (offline) social network. Some personal blogs, however, are designed to reach out 
to a wider online community, often of individuals who though strangers share certain 
interests or problems with the blogger (Gunter, 2009). Other blogs, though personal in 
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their perspective, are deliberately targeted at mass audiences online and have as their 
purpose self-promotion or simply the objective of creating alternative information 
exchange or debating forums to those created by mainstream media or political 
organizations (Gunter, 2009). Sometimes the latter category of blogging takes the form of 
a mouthpiece for espousing personal views and elsewhere it represents a more 
dispassionate, professional and objective form of reportage or discussion of topics or 
provision of services. For Coleman, cited in Wright (2009) blogs are the listening posts of 
modern democracy. In this regard the real value of blogging is not as a tool for politicians 
to present themselves to the public, but in the dense discursive networks amongst 
ordinary bloggers. Political blogs provide the potential for a more direct, interactive form 
of representation. 
 
Barrie Gunter (2009) and his colleagues have questioned the credibility of blogs 
as news sources. While news blogs have set themselves up as alternative news suppliers, 
the legitimacy of any such claim has been challenged by journalists working for 
mainstream news organizations. Questions have been raised about whether news blogs do 
truly represent ‘news’. With major news organizations, the public trust they command 
derives from reputations built up over many years. Moreover, the major news 
organizations are expected to abide by statutory or voluntary codes of practice that are 
designed to ensure the quality of their journalism. There is a need to trace whether news 
blogs observe the quality controls of major news suppliers and whether they command 
public trust. At the same time, to what extent would the objectivity constraints placed on 
journalists working for the mainstream news media create a (healthy or unhealthy) 
tension with the need to be distinctive – which is where blogs add to the overall diversity 
of news provision? (Gunter, 2009). 
 
In the end, power is expressed through participation in the political sphere, as 
citizens bring pressure on leaders to make policies that attend to the interests of citizens. 
There are many forms of participation which show the political power of citizens, among 
them political protest, which exists outside of formal institutions, and voting, which 
occurs within the institutions of a democratic political system. Social media has 
facilitated both extra-institutional and intra-institutional expressions of political power. It 
can be both a means of organizing citizen action outside institutions (online political 
movements) and facilitating institutionalized participation (e-voting and elections).The 
vast body of characteristics of democracy can be described as institutions that protect the 
citizen’s ability to participate in the political process; elections, protection of minority 
rights, rule of law, a constrained executive, and political equality. In that sense the 
Internet is a tool in democratic processes (for instance, e-voting) as well as rule-making 
and political organizing pathways (Political organizing includes a deliberative phase 
which precedes participation.).The Internet has supported the grassroots democracy 
movements in many countries. The Internet has opened up many possibilities by allowing 
people to connect to various causes and mobilize public opinion. Nonetheless, the so-
called liberation it had come to represent through blogs and online networking sites has 
brought into light the controversy revolving around freedom of speech and expression. 
The growing reach of the Internet, as a platform for those whose voices had been 
suppressed for whatever reasons, be it their authoritarian regimes or their own introverted 
nature. Since the early 2000s, net users got a chance to let the whole Internet-savvy 





MALAYSIA: SOCIAL MEDIA IN THE 2008 GENERAL ELECTION 
 
The Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission (MCMC) is the regulator 
for the converging communications and multimedia industry, including the Internet. At 
the time it was created its key role was the regulation of the communications and 
multimedia industry based on the powers provided for in the Malaysian Communications 
and Multimedia Commission Act (1998) and the Communications and Multimedia Act 
(1998). Pursuant to the Acts the role of the MCMC is to implement and promote the 
government’s national policy objectives for the communications and multimedia sector 
and is also charged with overseeing the new regulatory framework for the converging 
industries of telecommunications, broadcasting and on-line activities. Its social regulation 
roles include the area of content development as well as content regulation. The latter 
includes the prohibition of offensive content as well as public education on content-
related issues (Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission, 2004). The 
Section 211 of the Communications and Multimedia Act 1998 in Malaysia provides: ‘No 
content applications service provider, or other person using a content applications 
service, shall provide content which is indecent, obscene, false, menacing, or offensive in 
character with intent to annoy, abuse, threaten or harass any person’ (Communications 
and Multimedia Act, 1998). Consensus is necessary both at the rule-generating stage and 
at the enforcement stage (Klein, 2002; Biegel, 2001: 53). However most people believe 
that one of the reasons the Internet worked so well and vigorous is that it has been free of 
government regulation (Biegel, 2001: 355). The rules and regulations are believed will 
reduce the passion of Internet using, but ironically, the utility of websites has flourished. 
In 1996, when former Prime Minister, Mahathir Mohamad launched the ambitious 
Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC) project to attract the world’s leading Information 
Technology (IT) companies, the government came up with the MSC Bill of Guarantees, 
which included a commitment that the Malaysian government would never censor the 
Internet. This policy is continue until today and the oppositions and civil society 
movements have obviously benefited from this policy by creating a new public sphere of 
the Internet after mainstream broadcasting and printed media are hostile to them (George, 
2006: 60-70). 
 
Malaysia’s weak oppositions were up against a hostile mainstream media and 
restrictive campaign rules controlled through ownerships by the ruling Barisan Nasional 
(BN) government,
1
  but they went online and turned effectively to Blogs, Online News 
Portals and YouTube to dodge a virtual blackout on mainstream media (Stewart, 2008, 
Tarrant, 2008). The worldwide web has allowed parties like the DAP, PKR and PAS to 
reach voters, especially young voters between the age of 21 to 40, in their offices and 
homes. The Internet is now a player and channel in Malaysian politics, and those who 
refuse to believe that may have to rethink their views. Many may think the Internet 
influence may not reach outside the urban masses but this is rather simplistic. The 
Internet played a relatively small role in the 2004 election, but Internet penetration has 
surged since then with the continued roll-out of high-speed broadband facilities. 
According to international statistics gathered by the New Straits Times (NST), Malaysia 
during the 2008 general election was at a 60 percent Internet penetration rate. In the 
population of around 24.8 million, Malaysia had 3.7 million Internet users in 2000. In 
2007, this figure was nearly 14 million. This means that in eight years, Malaysia had a 
user growth of 302.8 percent. These are figures about Internet usage and not computer 
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ownership or Internet subscribers, which are related but different things (Koh, 2008: 25; 
Lee, 2008: 25). 
 
The use of information technology and communication in mass media was started in 
1980s. In that period, press companies began to use computer in writing and editing the 
news. Now, information technology and communication are essential in searching sources 
and spreading news to the readers. Press companies have developed websites and have 
introduced online news portal. In Malaysia, mainstream press has pioneered this approach. 
For instance, The Star Publications, the company that publishes the newspaper called The 
Star, was the first to introduced online newspaper called Star Online 
(http://www.thestar.com.my) in 1995. Others followed such as the Utusan Malaysia 
(http://www.utusan.com.my), Berita Harian (http://www.bharian.com.my), and NST 
(http://www.nst.com.my). Not only the mainstream media, but alternatives media were also 
developed their own websites such as the Harakah (http://www.harakahdaily.net) and Suara 
Keadilan (http://www.suarakeadilan.com). This phenomenon of mainstream and alternative 
media developing their own websites and combining Internet technology with broadcasting 
is called ‘netcasting’. This combination is then produced ‘video-streaming’ which 
broadcasts video through computer screen (Badaruddin, 2002: 94).  However, during the 
2008 Malaysia’s general election, there is one online news portal, the Malaysiakini, which is 
so dominant, even some argue it as one of the determining factor of people’s decision in 
voting the opposition.   
 
Malaysiakini (http://www.malaysiakini.com) is the best example of the Internet 
news portal that has ‘gained increasing importance both as an arena for battling out political 
confrontations and as a locus for pushing government accountability’ (Tumber, 2001: 21) 
since its coming online on 20 November 1999, prior to the 1999 general election. 
Malaysiakini was initially funded largely from a grant that it received from the Southeast 
Asian Press Alliance (SEAPA). The way the Anwar Ibrahim saga – the sacked from the 
UMNO in 1998, detained under the ISA in the same year and imprisoned for corruption and 
sexual misconduct for six years in 1999 – was offended many, plus the way it was reported 
in the mainstream media which were bias to the power holder. These factors, coupled with 
the fact that UMNO’s hegemony over the Malay community was broken during this period, 
help to explain the temporary shift towards alternative forms of explanation, alternative 
media such as Malaysiakini (Nain and Wang, 2004: 263). In countries like Malaysia where 
civil society is weak, virtual civil society becomes important ‘as a space where in a wide 
range of views may be articulated, to improve journalism for the benefit of society, to 
broaden the spectrum of public sphere’ and ‘the fostering and reproduction of democratic 
culture’ (Tumber, 2001: 27 & 29). However, for the alternative media like Malaysiakini, the 
initial heady days were somehow not translated to hard cash to keep them providing a free 
Internet newspaper. In 2001, it had to start a subscription service to increase revenue. 
Despite the fact that it is still operating, it is suffering financially and politically. Its 
journalists have been refused press accreditation by the administration, disqualifying them 
from covering official government meetings. In 2002, after having earlier been heavily 
criticised by the government television station, TV1, the offices of Malaysiakini were raided 
by the police and its computer equipment confiscated by the police. This happened because 
of a police report lodged by UMNO Youth about a letter published on Malaysiakini’s 
website which was purportedly seditious in nature. Following this, their landlord threatened 
to evict the journalists from their rented premises. In the end, most of the equipments were 
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returned, no one at Malaysiakini was charged, and their landlord backed down. But threats 
of further harassment continue (Nain and Wang, 2004: 265). 
 
Prior to the 2008 general election, the Malaysiakini website receives about 100,000 
daily hits and has struggled to cope with the volume since an unprecedented series of public 
protests against the government broke out in months prior to the general election. Steven 
Gan Editor-in-chief of Malaysiakini argued that ‘During this election period, I expect it to 
increase by tenfold and we are preparing for that kind of explosion in the coming weeks. We 
have upgraded the bandwidth for better access’ (AFP, 2008: 1). During the 2008 general 
election, Malaysiakini was so overwhelmed by visitors on polling day that the site broke 
down. According to the company’s CEO Premesh Chandran, at its peak, the site was getting 
some 500,000 visitors an hour, a sharp jump from between 100,000 and 200,000 hits it gets 
a day (Yong, 2008). In comparison, the NST website received 970,000 visits, at the 
highest, only for one day, from midnight on polling day to midnight the following day 
(New Sunday Times, 2008: 30). Premesh said that the alternative media has broken the 
monopoly of the government on the media and provided a platform for information 
distribution. It gave a platform for people not in power. He also stated that no one was 
caught more off-guard than the government, by arguing that ‘They (the government) 
thought it wouldn’t reach beyond the segment of the community that had Internet access. 
They didn’t consider the spill over effect. If you had gone to a rally, you would have seen 
that the people are well aware of the issues, issues that were only broadcast on alternative 
media. The Internet fed the information into a certain part of the community, and it spread 




Furthermore, beside local online press, foreign online press also contribute to the 
emergence of a new public sphere and social media in Malaysia. For instance before and 
during the election, Malaysia.msn.com (http://www.msn.com.my) brought an AFP report 
concerning human rights in Malaysia to the attention of the public. Previously, 
Malaysia.msn.com featured an Agence France-Presse (AFP) story citing Malaysia’s dismal 
performance on Reporter’s Without Borders’ Press Freedom Index. Later, the AFP article – 
subsequently posted on Malaysiakini, Malaysia-today, and Jeff Ooi’s Screenshots – featured 
statements from New York-based human rights group, Human Rights Watch (HRW), on the 
Election Commission’s decision to retract the use of indelible ink. In the ‘Breaking News’ 
story box, the article’s headline, ‘Activists warn Malaysian elections will be dirtiest ever,’ 
loomed over a picture of a hazy Kuala Lumpur skyline. On the scrapping of the ink process, 
Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi had declared the decision unfortunate but unavoidable, 
and lamented that the opposition ‘is happy because now they have an excuse to tell the 
whole world why they cannot succeed in the election’. But HRW is not buying it. According 
to the AFP report covered by Malaysian.msn.com, HRW has said that ‘Malaysians will be 
denied a fair vote in Saturday’s general election’ and is ‘accusing the government of 
muzzling the opposition and manipulating the electoral process.’ This is a significant claim, 
as HRW is an organisation known to deal with severe violations of human rights. Yet, the 
mainstream publications reflected Abdullah Badawi’s ‘no-big-deal’ attitude (Media 
Monitors, 2008: 1). But only citizens with Internet access would be exposed to this 
international criticism avoided by the mainstream newspapers. At least its placement on 
Malaysia.msn.com could potentially catch the attention of even the least politically inclined. 
Other international media such as the Al-Jazeera (http://www.aljazeera.com/English) and 
BBC (http://www.bbc.co.ul/news) and Reuters (http://www.reuters.com) also cover the 
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Malaysian pre- and post-election and are consistently critical to the political process in 
Malaysia. 
 
In the 2008 general election, bloggers had surprised many analysts of their 
involvement in determining the result of election and in opening the new space of public 
sphere. Many Malaysians, especially young voters who had accessed the Internet, turn to 
bloggers in getting the alternative news about the election particularly news and campaigns 
from the opposition parties. Opposition leaders such as Lim Kit Siang runs three blogs 
http://www.limkitsiang.com, http://blog.limkitsiang.com, and 
http://limkitsiang.blogspot.com),  which are meticulously updated with multiple posts every 
day, and many of the party’s other leaders follow suit. Lim argued that blogging is one way 
to get word out and an opportunity to circumvent media control, which aims to dent the 
governments thumping majority votes in the 2008 election. He said that ‘We cannot 
neutralise the state-controlled media…But Internet pick-up rates will keep getting higher. 
We will not be blacked out forever’ (AFP, 2008). In addition, political dissident and ex-
deputy premier Anwar Ibrahim also writes his own blogs (http://www.anwaribrahim.com 
and http://anwaribrahimblog.com) which have news links and videos of his Keadilan party’s 
campaign activities. In 2007, Anwar used the site to release a video clip which allegedly 
showed a high-profile lawyer, V.K. Lingam, brokering top judicial appointments – a scandal 
which triggered a full royal commission of inquiry. 
 
The fact is also that now Malaysia has members of parliament who are bloggers 
with no significant grassroots ‘bases’ supporters or previous political experience is 
something that has pricked the attention of international observers. Various alternative 
news sites sprung up in the run-up to the election where youth organizations used 
multiple methods such as mass emails, Facebook, blogs and networking groups to spread 
awareness about voting. The arts community, political bloggers, and civil society at large 
combined forces in supporting the opposition in challenging the government. For 
instance, Jeff Ooi, a 52-year-old former advertising copywriter who made his name writing 
a political blog, Screenshots (http://www.jeffooi.com) won a seat in northern Penang state 
for the opposition DAP (Tarrant, 2008). He said that news and views on blogs appealed to a 
cross-section of people and was not limited to urban youth alone. He said that ‘It is not 
really restricted by age. We are attracting many concerned citizens who are above 45 years 
old and these are the people who are more interested in politics and the oppositions’ 
viewpoint…Our campaign videos will be transmitted through YouTube because it is 
unlikely for television stations to broadcast them, of course’ (AFP, 2008: 1). The Chinese-
backed DAP was even appointed blogger Ooi to head the party’s ‘e-campaign’. 
 
Opposition candidates also used the Internet to solicit funds for their election 
campaigns. DAP’s Tony Pua, who was also a blogger in his campaign for the Petaling 
Jaya Utara parliamentary seat, argued that e-donation was a new way for the party to 
raise funds, by saying that ‘Previously, we obtained funds through conventional means 
such as ceramah (public gathering) and dinners…The Internet is now another important 
channel which has helped us tremendously to get more funds’ (Ng, 2008: 17). Through 
the website, Pua managed to collect more than RM10,000 via credit card and online 
transfers, while another RM20,000 was banked into the Maybank2U account. The target 
was to raise 50 percent of the amount that election candidates are legally permitted to 
spend. The law stipulates that parliamentary and state candidates may spend up to 
RM200,000 and RM100,000 respectively. He added that conventional fund-raising 
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methods were still yielding better results. He also managed to collect some RM45,000 




The impact brought by the bloggers is clearly shown in the volume of people 
accessing the blogs. For example, this scenario was playing out during the election through a 
prominent political blog, Malaysia-Today (http://www.malaysia-today.net). The blog had 
some 15 million hits the day after results were announced, a more than three-fold increase. 
That works out to about 625,000 visitors an hour. The site’s owner Raja Petra Kamarudin 
said that ‘Traffic went up so high that I could not get on to update the site’. The massive 
visitor numbers put up by the website, gave one of the clearest indications of just how much 
the Malaysian public have been turning to social media for its political news. With 
opposition parties feeling shut out of traditional news media, they turned to the Internet to 
air their views and it seems many Malaysians follow them there (Yong, 2008). Raja Petra 
felt that the Internet’s biggest contribution was in getting the middle class to the ballot 
booths, by saying that ‘Alternative media cured the apathy the middle class has. They were 
no longer saying: Let’s not bother. Suddenly, it was let’s go and give the opposition a 
chance’ (Yong, 2008: 1). He is convinced that the government now regrets its own apathy 
towards new media. He said that ‘I hear from my sources in UMNO that during the post-
mortem of the polls, they admitted they underestimated the power of the Internet. They 
admitted they had lost the media war’ (Yong, 2008: 1). Indeed, it was clear throughout the 
campaign that there was a great disparity between the number of opposition candidates and 
government ones online where the opposition was infested with bloggers (Yong, 2008: 1). 
 
Cyberspace is also the new frontier for BN. Representing BN and UMNO as Johor 
Baru Member of Parliament, Shahrir Samad had perhaps the most committed online 
presence. He had faithfully, if irregularly, posted entries and news on his weblogs 
(http://shahrirsamad.blogspot.com) and kept an online itinerary of events since 2006. 
Claiming the honour in 2005 of being the only BN leader to maintain a blog, Samad had 
even updated his online journal with pictures taken at the counting centre during the election 
counting process (Lee, 2008: 25). The lack of BN component parties utilising the Internet as 
alternative medium for people had caused them a defeat result in the election. Some 
bloggers even argued that cyberspace was where the recent election was lost for the BN 
party. Tony Pua, a Democratic Action Party candidate who made his name as a blogger, said 
the Internet played a pivotal role in informing people about the issues. Although he admitted 
that he was surprised at how effective it turned out to be. He believed that the Internet may 
be more instrumental than people thought it would be which was not expected by anyone 
(Yong, 2008). In comparison during the campaign process, Pua’s opponent, Malaysian 
Chinese Association (MCA)’s Chew Mei Fun had two event items on her English website, 
the launch of the site in late February 2008 and a meet-the-people session on 5 March 2008. 
In contrast, Pua had months before garnered a loyal following through his web-log where he 
posted campaign updates and video clips of ceramah. Government backers doubt whether 
bloggers turned opposition politicians like Pua could make their presence felt. Mohamad 
Norza Zakaria, an UMNO youth leader, was confident that beyond the major cities like 
Kuala Lumpur and Penang, there is not much that the bloggers can really hope to 
accomplish. No one could imagine before the election that bloggers turned politician 
contesting in the election could win. The argument is proven wrong when Pua, with no mass 
grassroots, won the Petaling Jaya Utara parliamentary seat, beating Chew by almost 20,000 
votes. This is obviously an evidence that Malaysians have come to rely on cyberspace for 




Bloggers also utilised YouTube as a tool or channel for their campaigns. YouTube, 
the phenomenally popular video Web site, did as much damage as any opposition figure 
could hope to inflict. Despite showing their activities such as ceramah and interviews, 
YouTube has also been used as a propaganda tool to attack the government with the 
intention to create awareness among the people of government’s wrongdoings and to reduce 
votes for BN in the election. One YouTube video in January 2008 showed ruling party 
member of parliament (MP) Badruddin Amiruldin caused a ruckus in parliament over 
whether Malaysia is an Islamic state. Amiruldin declared that Malaysia is an Islamic state 
and urged other MPs from the opposition who do not like the concept to move out from the 
country. Muslim Malays form the majority in multi-racial Malaysia, but ethnic Chinese and 
Indians account for a third of the population and they deserted the ruling BN in droves, 
partly in outrage over the religious debate (Tarrant, 2008). Sex, sleaze and corruption were 
election issues and they all had video soap operas on websites. Malaysia’s health minister, 
Chua Soi Lek, resigned in January 2008 after admitting he and a female friend were the 
couple in a secretly filmed sex video uploaded on YouTube. That cost some votes for those 





Realizing the impact of online advocacy in the general election, the youth wing of 
UMNO, the dominant party in the BN coalition, had set up a team of volunteers at the 
party headquarters in Kuala Lumpur scouring the Internet to counter what it saw as 
rumors and misinformation. In addition to these so-called cyber-troopers, some of the 
other BN parties had dispatched their own teams to keep track of popular sentiment in 
cyberspace. Abdul Rahman Dahlan, secretary-general of UMNO Youth, argued that it is 
important to fight rumors after seeing increasing levels of accusations and half-truths 
being spread on the Internet. Gerakan, the fourth biggest component in the BN, had a 
team to track blogs and gauge the sentiments of young Internet users especially those 
living in urban and semi-urban areas (Theophilus, 2008). However, the result of 2008 
general election clearly showed that the government attempts to counter anti-government 
information on the Internet had failed because it was exploited effectively by the 
opposition parties’ leaders, members, supporters and sympathizers. 
 
The reality is that Malaysia’s blogging community offers alternative views in a 
country as the government keeps a tight control on mainstream media. The government is 
unable to stop, counter, or even control the cyberspace or the Internet. Malaysian 
government, however, has implemented several efforts to curb the bloggers activities. It 
might compel bloggers to register with the authorities to curb the spread of malicious 
content on the Internet. Malaysian bloggers have been heavily criticized by the government 
which accuses them of spreading lies, and threatened severe punishment and tighter controls 
on Internet use. On 25 July 2007, following the police report of UMNO Information Chief 
Muhammad Mohd Taib against Raja Petra Kamaruddin, the webmaster of the popular 
political blog Malaysia-Today, Minister in the Prime Minister’s Department Nazri Abdul 
Aziz said that the government would not hesitate to use the ISA against the bloggers. The 
police report lodged by Muhammad reportedly cited a blog entry in Malaysia-Today that 
had allegedly insulted the King, degraded Islam and incited ethnic hatred and violence. On 
the same day, UMNO Youth Public Complaints Bureau chief Subahan Kamal stated that 
people who write sensitive issues insulting the King and Islam should be severely punished 
under the ISA. Two days later, blogger Raja Petra Kamaruddin was summoned to the Dang 
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Wangi police station in Kuala Lumpur and interrogated for eight hours (SUARAM, 2007: 
9). All these pressures from the government have not been able to deter the role of bloggers 
in circulating alternative views against the government, even after the general election. 
Since the 2008 general election, many leaders and former leaders of the government have 
joined the blogosphere by creating their own blogs such as those of former premier, 
Mahathir Mohamad, http://www.chedet.co.cc, and current Prime Minister Najib Razak, 
http://www.1malaysia.com.my. Now, the government realizes on the importance of social 
media in Malaysia. The Internet and its community have definitely strengthened the 




Today’s technology-fueled change, often referred to as Web 2.0 is transforming societal 
interaction. A key element of Web 2.0 is social media, which can take many different 
forms. In conclusion, here are some ways I would suggest policy makers can draw from: 
What is needed is to develop ‘personally responsible citizens.’ The term is coined by Joel 
Westheimer and Joseph Kahne (2004) in their study of citizenship education. The 
scholars described three different varieties of citizenship: the ‘personally responsible 
citizen,’ the ‘participatory citizen,’ and the ‘justice-oriented citizen.’ To make clear the 
differences, they described sample actions for each: the first ‘contributes food to a food 
drive,’ the second ‘helps to organize a food drive,’ while the third ‘explores why people 
are hungry and acts to solve root causes.’ This description of the personally responsible 
citizen resonates with the ideas of responsible citizenship in a healthy democracy. Going 
back to Habermas’s ideal, democracy is best served by a public sphere where competing 
visions of the future can be expressed and subjected to debate without skewing or 
censorship to fit the agendas of dominating parties. Though social media has opened 
possibilities for new avenues of civic discourse, there is still need to monitor its activities 
in the interest of public safety and responsible usage.  
 
In Malaysian case, the positive aspect of the social media is it helps to strengthen 
the democratization process and public deliberation. Malaysia now is become more 
democratic than before the general election. It also opens the space for the people to 
participate in the marketplace of ideas brought by the social media. People are not only 
listened but are also responded to the government’s policy via commenting on the 
Internet. Therefore, social media has become one of the main mediums for the people’s 
expression which cannot be disregarded by any democratic government and citizens alike 






1. For instance, Media Prima Berhad, with close link to BN and UMNO, acquired all the 
private television stations including TV3, NTV7, 8TV and TV9. It also has a 43 
percent equity interest in The NST Press (Malaysia) Berhad (NSTP), one of 
Malaysia’s largest publishing groups that publish leading newspapers such as the NST, 




2. He referred to stories like the alleged links between murdered Mongolian model 
Altantunya Shaariibuu and Deputy Prime Minister Najib Razak, as well as the judiciary 
scandal involving V.K. Lingam. 
 
3. Beside Pua, Badrul Hisham Shaharin, a candidate from PKR, used the same method as 
well. He confessed that online fund-raising will enable those from outstation and 
overseas to show their support for him. His challenger for the Rembau parliamentary 
seat was UMNO Youth deputy chief Khairy Jamaluddin. He collected more than 
RM21,000 through his blog (Ng, 2008: 17). 
 
4. Malaysians also could access a secretly videotaped phone conversation allegedly showing 
a high-profile lawyer trying to fix judicial appointments with Malaysia’s former chief 
judge, via YouTube. This issue has stirred Malaysian judiciary and has definitely caused 
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